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and obtain freedom by prescription. The memory of their
original servitude died out when labour services, the outward
sign and primary purpose of their subjection, were no longer
exacted from them. It would often be difficult to prove
their servile status, since the mortality of the Black Death
had caused a breach of continuity in the life of many manors,
in the evidence of their rolls and the testimony of their
officials,
Personal None the less serfdom lasted through the fifteenth and
in foe* sixteenth centuries; and while the mass of customary tenants
sixteenth obtained emancipation, there were still large numbers of
century. *foon&men jn existence under the Tudors scattered over many
counties. Some Elizabethan writers have denied this : " So
few there be ", wrote Sir Thomas Smith1, " that it is not
almost worth the speaking ". But a few decades earlier Fitz-
herbert had written in a different strain2: " In some places
the bondmen continue as yet, the which me scemeth is the
greatest inconvenience that now is suffered by the law ".
The House of Lords in 1537 rejected a bill for the manu-
mission of villeins3, an indication that the plea advanced in
Kett's Rebellion in 1549 was no idle utterance : " We pray
that all bondmen may be made free''4. There is docu-
mentary evidence, surveys and court rolls and manumis-
sions, in proof of sixteenth-century villeinage. It has been
reckoned5 that they formed about i per cent, of the whole
population, and this estimate would imply that many thou-
sands still remained in a condition of personal subjection.
Henry VII. manumitted a number of villeins on his estates
(1485), " because in the beginning nature made all men free,
and afterwards the law of nations reduced some under the
yoke of servitude"6. In 1500 there were still eight bond
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